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INTRODUCTION

When I first began covering religion for the Washington Post, more than ten years ago, deflecting conversion attempts became a routine part of my work. Although they are unfailingly gracious, evangelicals are not so good at respecting professional boundaries. What did it matter that I was a reporter doing my job if I was headed for eternal damnation? To a population of domestic missionaries, I presented as a prime target: a friendly non-Christian who was deeply interested in learning more about their beliefs. 

The first time someone tried to share the gospel with me, I naively explained that I was Jewish and born in Israel, thank you, thinking this would end the conversation. This was a big mistake. In certain parts of Christian America, admitting I was an Israeli-born Jew turned me into walking catnip. Because God's own chosen people had so conspicuously rejected Jesus, winning one over was an irresistible challenge. And the Holy Land glamour of Israel only added to the allure. Preachers told me they loved me, half an hour after we met. Godly women asked if they could take home a piece of my clothing and pray over it. A pastor's wife once confided to my husband, "You're so lucky. She looks so ... Biblical." Once, at a Waffle House in Colorado with some associates of the influential Christian activist James Dobson, a woman in our company stared at me so hard it became uncomfortable for me to eat. Finally, I looked up at her. "When I look at you, I see the blood of our Savior coursing through your veins," she said. 

"Thank you," I gulped. "More maple syrup?"

Explaining that my family had been Jewish for many generations and that, by converting, I'd be breaking a deep, rich tradition only encouraged them to break out the big gun. I've heard it so many times that I can recite it by heart. Matthew 10:36: "For I have come to turn a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law—a man's enemies will be the members of his own household. Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of me." This didn't stick with me, either. Clearly they had not met my mother, or any Jewish mother for that matter. The Jews haven't endured for nearly 4,000 years by giving their cubs up so easy.

Biblical verses, like turtlenecks go in and out of style. During the nineties I heard Matthew 10:36 on nearly every reporting trip. This was a paradoxical decade for evangelicals. The Christian right had become a fixture in American politics and the nation was about to elect George W. Bush, the closest thing American evangelicals have had to a pope. At the same time the Christian home-school movement was booming—a relic of the age of separatism and retreat. Evangelicals were poised to move from the fringe to the elite power circles of American society, but they just couldn't seem to make the jump. Unless they learned to polish their act and stop telling people to renounce their own mothers, they would never make it. 

I first visited Patrick Henry College in September 1999, a year before the school opened its doors. The "school," that afternoon, consisted of founder Michael Farris, a Christian home-schooling activist, manning an excavator on a construction site just off a Virginia highway exit. Farris was affable, his usual manner with reporters, as he laid out the plans for his revolution. The school would enlist the purest of born-again Christians in a war to "transform America" by training them to occupy the "highest offices in the land." Year after year, it would churn out future congressmen, governors, and federal judges, until they finally had the majority. "Few students will know more about the political ramifications of reinforcing homosexuality through special rights than ours," he told me. One day, he bragged, he would introduce the ultimate graduation-day speaker: "President So and So, an alumnus of Patrick Henry."

It all sounded a little far-fetched. After all, he hadn't even laid the first brick.

Then Bush ran for president as a born-again former alcoholic, and won. Suddenly Farris seemed much less delusional. In the early winter of 2005 I visited again. The central building, Founders Hall, was now an impressive Federalist structure. Inside, the walls were covered with posters for an upcoming production of Oscar Wilde's An Ideal Husband. A Whiffenpoofs-style singing group occupied the grand staircase. After talking to some kids having lunch, I concluded they were some of the most anal, competitive teenagers I had every come across. They input their daily schedules into Palm Pilots in fifteen-minute increments—read  Bible, do crunches, take shower, study for Latin quiz, write debate briefs. After Jesus Christ they bowed down to the "1600s"—the handful of kids each year who'd gotten perfect scores on the SAT. The atmosphere was much more Harvard than Bob Jones.

They resembled the overambitious junior executives who populate the Ivy League these days—only without the political apathy. Hardly a dorm window, car bumper, bathroom mirror, or laptop went unsullied by some campaign slogan—for George Bush, John Thune, Bobby Jindal, or one of the many Christian conservatives who won during the 2004 campaign. Many students had taken a sanctioned two weeks off classes to volunteer for campaigns, and they were giddy with victory. One senior told me how she'd sacrificed a couple of weekends helping out Bush adviser Karl Rove. One Saturday afternoon, he stopped by to give her a thank-you present. "Good thing it was an ice-cream sandwich or I would have kept it forever!"

"You are the tip of the spear," Farris likes to tell his students at morning chapel, drawing on his limitless arsenal of military metaphors. Polls would place them among the 29 percent of Christian teens who attend church weekly, pray, read the Bible, and describe religion as "extremely important" in their lives. Sociologically speaking, they are a parent's dream. They are less likely than most teenagers to cut classes, do drugs, have sex, get depressed, feel alone or misunderstood, talk back, or lie. Within the third of Americans who call themselves "evangelical" or "born again" they make up an elite corps, focused, disciplined, and not prone to distraction.

When they use the word "Christian," they are speaking their own special language. To them, a Catholic or Mormon, with some exceptions, is not really a Christian. Someone who goes to church three times a year and sings hymns is not a Christian. Someone who goes to church every Sunday and calls themselves "evangelical" is not even necessarily a Christian. "She thought I was nice and Jesus was a great guy and she went to church a lot, but she wasn't a  Christian," Farris once told a group of students about an acquaintance, and they understood exactly what he meant. To them, a "Christian" keeps a running conversation with God in his or her head always, Monday through Sunday, on subjects big and small, and believes that at any moment God might in some palpable way step in and show He either cares or disapproves.

On the issues that have come to define the modern Christian right, the students at Patrick Henry generally cleave to orthodoxy. During my year and a half on campus, I never heard any student argue that homosexuality is not a sin, or that abortion should be allowed in any circumstances. I heard people criticize Bush, but only from the right. After the 2004 campaign, I heard a rumor that someone had voted for John Kerry. I chased down many leads. All dead ends. If it was true, no one would admit it publicly. At Baylor University in Waco, Texas, a much older Baptist institution that's lately been trying to modernize, the student newspaper defended gay marriage in 2004. Such a transgression is unthinkable at Patrick Henry—so beyond the pale that the possibility is mentioned only in passing in the otherwise-very-thorough student code of conduct.

Yet a Patrick Henry student is unlikely to be caught on camera giving a loony Jerry Falwell—style rant about gays and lesbians causing September 11. They worry about gay rights, but they worry just as much about mainstream culture's thinking they're homophobic. "Yes, it's a sin, but so are a hundred other things," one of the students told me, in a self-conscious nod to the "whatever" cadence of his peers. One day a CNN crew came to film a feature story on the school on the same day some students had made two snowmen holding wooden paddles. The snow sculpture was an inside joke about the students' fratlike ritual, recently criticized in the school newspaper, of paddling newly engaged boys. But Farris was mortified. "Do you really want a story to develop that suggests a connection between PHC and those that have beaten homosexuals, etc.?" he wrote in an e-mail to some students who had defended the snowmen as a harmless prank. "PHC 'a school for vigilante justice.' Is that the image you want?" 

At first, when I encountered students who were wary about being interviewed by me, I assumed it was because of the usual evangelicals' suspicion of outsiders. After a while I realized it wasn't that at all. Mostly, they were protecting their résumés. "If I want to get into politics, no history is a good history," class president Aaron Carlson told me. "I want to be prudent that nothing I say is ever misconstrued." The Patrick Henry generation will not repeat the mistakes of their fathers. They are not the reckless, fuming, fed-up generation that left Egypt—evangelical code for the modern world. They are the "Joshua Generation," as Farris likes to say, the first ones savvy enough to "take back the land."

Patrick Henry students are supposed to be lights unto the world, an example to the unsaved. And yet, there I was, blind as can be, and no one on campus tried to convert me, at least not outright. I never once heard Matthew 10:36. No one told me to turn against my mother, and no one told me I looked like Jesus. Once Sarah Chambers, a PHC student I knew well, left me a note about a book I'd loaned her, a memoir by a former evangelical. She said the book was charming and funny and astutely observed but ultimately unsatisfying because the author fundamentally did not understand what it meant to have a close personal relationship with God. ("If you don't have it yourself it's hard to understand what motivates these 'crazy fanatics,'" she wrote.) I took this note personally Months into my reporting, I still didn't understand. 

I began to ask around: What does it mean to keep up a running conversation with Jesus in your head, and at the same time to function in the modern world? I asked as a reporter, but the question kept striking people in a way I didn't intend. To Farris and many of the students I knew, I seemed to be sending out the signal that I was open to hearing The Word. Farris loaned me Dallas Willard's Hearing God and one afternoon pulled a splinter out of my hand, which at the moment felt close to bathing the feet of the sinner. He prayed "that things come up to help me really show her what it means to have a relationship with God. I feel so inadequate. This is so strange." One sweet freshman told me, "Uhm, well, I like you and I'd just feel really bad if you died and you weren't sure."

Farris must have known I'd be a hard case. I am Jewish, and most of my family lives in Israel; I spent my teenage years in Queens, New York, in the eighties, where my idea of a dress code was matching my miniskirt to my handball gloves. I work and leave my children for several hours a week in the charge of a babysitter who is (gasp!) not related to me. I firmly believe the earth is 4.5 billion years old, or whatever the current scientific consensus says. I have many beloved gay friends and have never once suggested to any of them that they enter into reparative therapy to "cure their disease."

I am naturally democratic almost to a fault. (I've always been grateful that I don't live in a country ruled by a despot, since I could have ended up the one to "humanize" him.) So, despite our differences, I had no trouble letting them in.

***


For a few weeks during the summer of 2005, Sarah Chambers lived with my family. She'd gotten an internship at a national magazine based in Washington, D.C., and needed a place to stay. When I told my friends this, most of them would give me a quizzical why-are-you-harboring-Nazis-in-your-attic look. Once they met her, they were even more worried. Sarah is charismatic, funny, and adventurous. She climbs, snowboards, and plays the guitar. Her musical tastes range from Jack Johnson to Puff Daddy. She's a terrific writer and was the only intern in her class hired for a full-time job. She could be one of those power girls in a Nike ad, looking glamorous even at the end of a marathon. On top of that, she's an astute judge of character with an introspective side. Sometimes in the mornings I'd find her upstairs in her bed, reading her Bible and taking notes. "If they're all like this," one of my friends said, "we're in trouble." 

Often, in the evenings, we would sit around and talk about what she believes. One night my husband finally asked her the question: "So, are we going to Hell?" The Patrick Henry statement of faith, which Sarah and all the other students have to sign, is quite explicit on this question. Satan is real, it says, so is Hell. "All who die outside of Christ shall be confined in conscious torment for eternity." Barring the Second Coming, chances are quite high that my husband and I and our two young children are going to die outside of Christ.

At this point, Sarah had been living with us for almost a month. She'd bathed our children and read them bedtime stories. She'd given my five-year-old daughter a magnificent white model horse, Snow White, that she herself had loved as a child.

"Yes," she answered. "But I'm not jumping up and down with joy about it."



CHAPTER 1

Welcome, Surfer Ninjas and Knights

Many seventeen-year-olds brag or exaggerate on their college applications. Not Derek Archer. Even when he wrote to Patrick Henry College about the year that had set the course of his life—the year when he, a homeschooled missionary's kid from a depressed suburb of Akron, got to see President George W. Bush in person—Derek kept his hubris in check. "I would be a fool to believe I made it through the past few months by my might and my power, for truly it was by the Lord's grace and His Spirit alone!" 

Derek was not one of the school's usual incoming freshman stars known as "the 1600s"—the handful of kids each year who get perfect scores on their SATs and ignore courting letters from Harvard and Stanford to come to Patrick Henry. What he had was not something the six-year-old college could easily boast about in press releases, but what it valued much more: a near-perfect balance of ambition and humility, the one impulse pushing him toward the White House and the other always reminding him Who was really in charge. 

In a few heady months during the fall of 2004, the Bush campaign had served as one endless, amazing high school field trip—better than going to Europe or Disneyland or Papua, New Guinea, where his family once lived in a house on stilts. He had made phone calls and knocked on doors in the critical swing districts in Ohio, near where he lived. He had won a contest for registering more than 100 voters. He had learned to take verbal abuse with grace. He had created a minor local celebrity by writing articles and flyers under the fogyish nom de plume "Franz Holbein" who complained about "some of the most appalling displays of disrespect this nation has ever seen." Twenty minutes before the polls closed, a car full of rowdies whizzed by him, screaming "Kerry won! Kerry won!" He prayed it couldn't be true, and his prayers were answered. In the battle between the "forces of righteousness and unrighteousness," the right side had won.

"Those few months have had a powerful impact on my life in preparing me for the ministry of political activism," he wrote to Patrick Henry. "If in any matter I can bring glory to my God and King, may He grant me the grace to do just that."

It's not just that Derek was a missionary's kid and knew how to say the right things. Patrick Henry prides itself on not being your run-of-the-mill Bible college: It doesn't give automatic preference to MKs, who can be just as rotten as any kids. Instead the school takes the measure of its students constantly, probing the nature of each individual's personal relationship with Jesus Christ with the care and trepidation of a parent monitoring a fever, or a schoolgirl checking whether you're still her best friend. Under that microscope, Derek glowed.


God's voice was like the sound track to the movie of Derek's life, lending texture and meaning to every action. In return, Derek thanked God for everything. He thanked Him when a seemingly chance meeting led to a great internship at the local Republican headquarters. "The Lord just dropped that one into my lap!" He thanked Him for his mom sending his favorite granola bars, for his sister passing her driving test, for the extra cheese on his turkey sub. He thanked Him for his new used car, although it was dark purple and the AC didn't work and the windows seemed to be glued shut. He thanked Him for his after-school job at Leach's Meats and Sweets down the road, where he worked in the chilly back room hacking up raw chickens and grinding up beef to stuff into their "famous" sausages while tolerating the boss's son's endless tracks of AC/DC ("the worst band in the whole wide world"). 

"It's really been a blessing," he told me one day as he wiped his knife on an apron streaked with bloodstains.

In the year before he left for college, Derek had moved down to the basement of his parents' house in Barberton, six miles south of Akron. In the evenings, his mom, Donna Archer, would go down there to drop off his clean laundry "and see if he's ready to hit the hay, and I'd find him down on his knees praying. As a Christian mom, nothing thrills me more. Nobody was watching him; it's the real thing. He doesn't do it to please us. You can see God's spirit at work in him."

"Because of that," his mom added, "I'm not worried if he heads into politics."

For Patrick Henry College, Derek was a white sheep, the son you were pretty sure wouldn't roll his eyes at you the minute you turned your head or sneak a cigarette outside his dorm window at night. The school thought of itself as a training ground for political missionaries; its founder, Michael Farris, traveled the country recruiting conservative Christian kids like Derek who were bright, politically minded, and itching to be near the president. Farris was aware of the risks of launching them into the cutthroat and dirty world of politics: He could unwittingly turn out to be the agent of their corruption, involving them in what Derek had once heard described by a pastor as "an innately wicked endeavor." So Derek was a particular gem, a boy who, as much as anyone this side of heaven, seemed incorruptible. 





"Okay. Here goes," Derek said, as he spotted the WELCOME STUDENTS sign hanging in Founders Hall. Like most of the kids who go to Patrick Henry, Derek was homeschooled by his parents all the way through high school, so college could be a shock. But during orientation week the campus still felt warm and familiar, like a big homeschool family reunion. The central buildings and dorms were packed with typically oversized homeschooling families—ten-year-old girls pushing strollers, toddlers scrambling after their pregnant moms like baby ducks. The little kids were eerily independent and well behaved; they sat in circles on the grass or outside the cafeteria, playing games or reading the campus maps for fun. The incoming freshmen boys, meanwhile, looked like children playing the role of adults in a high school play, with crisp white polo shirts, new leather computer bags, and their last bits of acne. The girls wore twin sets over their khakis or black slacks, which surprised Derek's mom. "Okay, this is going to be more casual dress for the girls than I thought," said Donna, whose daughter goes to a Christian school where skirts are required. But, she added, "I'm happy for the lack of tattoos and piercings."

A handful of families looked like reenactors lost on their way to Colonial Williamsburg: mothers in braids carrying babies in bonnets, girls in their best Laura Ingalls Wilder white-collared dresses taking a stroll around the lake—a tableau that made the campus feel a century—not an hour—away from downtown Washington, D.C. The parking lot was jammed with vans bearing messages on their bumpers:  TRUTH, or BUSH/CHENEY, or LIFE. One license plate read MOMOF8.

Derek, who has blue eyes and sharply parted blond hair, already had business casual down. He was wearing an oxford shirt and khakis and sneakers that looked recently cleaned. Like many homeschooled boys, Derek seemed both old and young for his age. If he was in a good mood, he bounced more than walked and whistled, like Dennis without the menace, or an old contented preacher lost in happy thoughts. With his tall frame, gangly arms, and big grin, he was built for stand-up comedy but he was more often straining to seem more serious. He was polite and sometimes absurdly formal, and when he was talking to an adult and feeling nervous, he used constructions more appropriate for the witness stand. ("Yes, ma'am, I have been to this campus on two prior occasions.")

The campus is tiny, less like an Ivy League college than like a Hollywood set of an old Ivy League school, with one main building and several dorms grouped around a lake, all in Federalist style. The art in Founders Hall is designed to remind the students that America was founded as a Christian nation—a gallery of portraits of the Founding Fathers, all copies, leads up the staircase to the picture of Patrick Henry at the second Virginia convention, a shaft of light from Heaven guiding his speech. "Harvard for Homeschoolers," founder Michael Farris likes to call it, invoking the Harvard of earlier days, whose laws instructed students to "know God and Jesus Christ."


The last time Derek was on campus, his assigned dorm hadn't been built yet, and when he saw it, he was impressed. "So stately," he said, noting the chandelier in the entranceway and the winding staircase leading up to his room on the second floor. But the first thing that struck me about the boys' dorms was what was missing. Even during moving week, there were no flip-flops and shorts, because the dress code encourages "glorifying God with your appearance." There were no iPod speakers perched on anyone's windows, shuffling from Beyonce to Coldplay, because iTunes lists are monitored and headphones are encouraged. There were no movie posters zeroing in on Scarlett Johansson's cleavage, and no live cleavage either, because girls are required to cover their chests and, in any event, girls aren't allowed in boys' dorms. There was no impatient "Mom, aren't you guys going somewhere for dinner?" and no sneaking around to figure out where the rush parties were because at Patrick Henry there are hardly ever parties, and drinking and dancing are not allowed. There were no heaps of clothes on the floor, or open bags of Cheetos. The only thing left blocking the hallway for any amount of time was an ironing board—an ironing board, in a boys' dorm! 

Throughout the year, school administrators conduct room checks to monitor cleanliness, but Derek did not really need that incentive. Without any prodding, he set up his room like a Republican Felix Linger. Above his desk he hung a signed Bush/ Cheney poster ("To Mr. Archer, with deepest appreciation for your support"), a promotional calendar from the Bush campaign, and a postcard of Ronald Reagan ("If we ever forget that we are one nation under God then we will be a nation gone under."). He unpacked his favorite authors—Joshua Harris, Rush Limbaugh, John Owen—and his prize possession, a Bible bound in black leather that he got when he was twelve, its front cover so worn from use that you have to divine the once-gold monogram with your finger, like the Shroud of Turin. Above his desk sat a woodblock I've seen in many a Republican congressman's office. It read:  TRUST ME.

Although Patrick Henry has rules about movie watching, some students keep secret stashes of DVDs in their bottom drawers, but Derek brought only one—SurfNinjas, a martial arts spoof about two surfer brothers who discover they are long-lost princes from a South China Sea island kingdom and use their newly discovered special powers to overthrow an evil madman dictator. ("I enjoy the kind of humor it presents.") He'd seen some movies in theaters, but not very many. "You really have to be careful about how much you consume," he said. "Watch one movie now and again with a bad message, and it will help you know what's going on in the culture. But if you have a constant diet of that, that's where it gets destructive."

He brought only a handful of CDs by contemporary Christian artists such as Steven Curtis Chapman and Mercy Me—the kind of syrupy Christian ballads about which the AC/DC-loving boys at Leach's had given him endless grief.

"You don't have to be careful when you listen to them," said Donna.

"Yes," Derek added, "the gospel message is clear. Unlike some secular songs, which leave you with an empty feeling."

Derek indulged in excess in only one area, and this, too, he could trace back to his mom. His closet was bulging with clothes—suit pants and jackets and dress shirts and T-shirts and ties. But this display was not exactly what it seemed. These were hand-me-downs, collected from an aunt "with fashionable inklings" and various church-run thrift stores. And while most teenage boys might find it annoying to be sent to school with plaid vests and suit jackets to "grow into" and dozens of shirts and ties collected from church sales, Derek did not see it this way. To him, it was an embarrassment of riches, so much so that he decided to bring it up with his mom. 

"I feel it's a bit flashy, if you will," he said. "I mean, you don't have to wear something different every single day," he added, in a tone that from him counted as defiance.

"Well, I'm glad you don't have a lack," she said. "It's better not to wear the same thing over and over. Girls notice that kind of thing—that kind of lack of hygiene—more than guys."





OUTSIDE, THE KIDS were comparing schedules—something new for homeschoolers used to learning at their family's pace. Over and over they recited the freshman routine—"Latin, History, Logic, Lit"—a litany meant to calm them down. Derek had been warned that students at Patrick Henry "study, like, fifteen hours a day," that they stay up all night or wake up at 4 A.M. and are generally tightly wound and type A, much more so than he is. He was pretty sure he could keep up, but some other freshmen already seemed on the verge of snapping under the pressure.

"I've been planning my classes for the last year, and now the schedule's not going to work," said one girl with a very tight ponytail, emerging from a meeting with her adviser.

Homeschoolers are not the most obvious raw material for a college whose main mission is to train a new generation of Christian politicians. Politics, after all, is the most chaotic and social of professions, and many students arrive at Patrick Henry having never shared a classroom with anyone other than their siblings. In conservative circles, however, homeschoolers are considered to be something of an elite group—rough around the edges but pure in their focus, capacity for work, and ideological clarity. The kids at Patrick Henry were raised advocating for the rights of homeschoolers; during orientation week, they shared stories of lobbying congressmen sympathetic to their cause or volunteering for campaigns. Most homeschoolers take field trips to the statehouse the way public school kids visit the zoo or the pumpkin patch. 

Their parents raised them tenderly, not with the intention of sheltering them forever, but of grooming them for their ultimate mission: to "shape the culture and take back the nation." It's a phrase repeated in homeschooling circles like a prayer, or a chant, or a company slogan. It shows up in homeschoolers' textbooks and essays and church youth groups; their parents whisper it in their ears like a secret destiny: There's a world out there, a lost and fallen world, and you alone can rescue it. Derek said it to a reporter who profiled him in the Akron Beacon Journal during his senior year of high school. His father, Mark Archer, read Deuteronomy to him and explained how Moses never got to enter the Promised Land; it's the young Joshua who would lead the way to salvation.

"If there's any hope in this country, it's from you kids," his dad told him. "Morally, there is so much bad going on in this country. It will be you kids coming out of the homeschooling movement, your generation, who will do it."

"Homeschooling does give a hope," his mother said, more gently.

At school the upperclassmen echoed their parent's voices: "We're the salt of the earth and it's no good if the salt is kept in a shaker," said Matthew du Mee, one of the school's star graduates.


"It's like training knights," said a junior. "We wear thick armor to make the battle easier. We're not saying we're closer to Heaven, but we go above and beyond the call of duty." 

The world out there, this enemy, was something the freshmen had seen only in bits and pieces—at summer jobs at 7-Elevens, playing sports at the local high school, or while changing channels. Their parents might have told them horror stories of drugs and date rape and gay-pride parades, but most of them could hardly imagine what those things might look like. But the Patrick Henry freshmen, like nerdy teenage boys everywhere, loved science fiction and its cinematic equivalent—Star Wars and Star Trek and Ender's Game and Surf Ninjas—stories in which a race of morally and intellectually superior boys must leave their childhood home prematurely to go fight enemies who want to destroy an already-mostly-destroyed nation. And the boys always won in the end. Substitute Hillary Clinton for Darth Vader or the Klingons, and their destiny suddenly made sense to them.

Campus in the first few days of orientation week felt like Jedi Academy or Battle School in the Belt or Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry (if they'd been allowed to read Harry Potter). The boys were suddenly faced with an army of other Chosen Ones just like them, and they found it discomfiting. They knew the adults around them were looking for the next Napoleon, the next Alexander, or at the very least the next Antonin Scalia, and they wanted to be It. At the endless series of lunches and dinners under the big white tent, they sized each other up, jockeying for position, and flexing their muscles in crude and awkward ways. They bragged about their special powers in ways that they would cringe to remember a couple of months later.


"I'd like to be a senator," said one acne-faced boy who'd been chewing on a pencil. 

"I'm thinking more of starting with a state office first," answered one with a bow tie. "I've already been introduced to several state legislators."

"I'm more interested in the judiciary. Perhaps a Supreme Court clerking might be a way to start. After law school, of course," said the one who liked soft jazz.

"I want to be president of the United States, so I wasn't certain if I would be better off at the Naval Academy or here," said another, who seemed only six months past holding his mother's hand.

"Not to brag, but I got a perfect SAT." This from a boy wearing a bow tie and cowboy boots. "I guess that's bragging."

There were concert pianists, and opera singers, and kids who read the Bible in Latin. There was a kid who was convinced the Lord had used him to save his parents from getting divorced, so he felt invincible. Derek had done his share of political work, but he was competing with kids who cut pictures of senators out of the newspaper so that they could quiz each other on who was who. Suddenly, having spent nearly half his life away on missions in Papua, New Guinea, didn't seem like such an advantage.

"I'm sorry, what's 'P.C.'?" Derek said, showing a fatal lack of intimacy with the enemy.

"Jon Stewart? I've not heard that name."

At the talent show, kids played Brahms and Rachmaninoff, sang arias, and played violin suites. "No personal talents, sorry," Derek had written in his application, so he created a skit: He interviewed four upperclassmen from his dorm, on the premise that it was thirty years in the future. All of them had turned out to be utter failures except one, who was a Supreme Court Justice about to provide the critical vote in overturning  Roe v. Wade. The skit was the first hint of anxiety creeping into the plan to shape the culture and take back the nation. For the newly arrived freshmen, that mission suddenly felt more like a lottery than a certain destiny; a lucky few would make it, but others might not.





Orientation week crescendoed in a special chapel service with Patrick Henry's founder and president, Michael Farris. Many of the kids had ended up here because they'd heard him speak at a local homeschool conference, where he'd convinced them of their particular destiny. Now here he was, ready to start the training. They begin with their own version of a battle hymn.


Take my heart and form it

Take my mind and transform it

Take my will and conform it—to yours, to yours



Chapel at Patrick Henry is held in a modest space on the bottom floor of a dorm building. With its folding chairs, white board, and raised stage, it often doubles as a conference room or a classroom. But this is the place where every morning the nail biting and gossiping are put on hold for fifty minutes, while the kids sing and sit through a sermon. Today the atmosphere was especially charged, as Farris gave a welcome-to-the-school address that spoke as much to the ambitions of the parents as to their children.

"This nation desperately needs leaders to shape its beliefs," he said, echoing what they already believed. He laid out the basics (lots of schoolwork, no racial discrimination), and school rules. "Some we believe are commanded by word of God—like sexual purity—and some are simply our organizational preferences, like the dress code. The Bible doesn't say you can't wear jeans to class, and it wouldn't be a sin. But we want to create an orderly atmosphere, give you a sense that you are being trained on the job." 

Patrick Henry bills itself as a classic liberal arts college, but Farris told the parents not to worry when their kids come home talking about the Greeks. "I don't care what Plato says. We don't need the world's knowledge and information to guide us. This is basically what's called opposition research," he said. "We need to understand where we are in this time; we want to understand history, the flow of ideas, and great literature. These are all things that are important to us so we can create a Christian image that is winsome."

Derek, his parents, and his three siblings sat near the front. After Farris's talk Donna had one thought running through her mind: "This is him! This is where he belongs!" She felt good about leaving her son in somebody else's care for the first time.

His backpack was weighted down with new books and a neat row of yellow highlighters hooked on for easy access. With no help from his mom, he had freshly combed hair, like a schoolboy's, or a senator's.

"I stand here and say good-bye to the only life I've ever known," he said. "I'm blown away by the fact that you guys are so incredible." He hugged his mom and then his two little brothers.

Donna held herself together for the six-hour drive home, for the first steps into the little two-story tract house, now empty of her firstborn. She walked into the downstairs bathroom and saw Derek's old yellow towel still hanging in its place.


"I guess we won't be needing that anymore," she said to no one in particular. And then she finally let herself cry. 





THE ARCHERS MOVED TO Barberton when Mark became pastor at the Valley Community Church, a tiny place with a mostly elderly congregation. Their house belongs to the church—a two-story cream bungalow on a street with lots of identical houses; a few of which have had FOR SALE signs out for over a year. The inside is tidy and cozy; the kitchen is decorated with Christmas tins and a small piano dominates the living room. The house centers around the oval kitchen table where Donna gets dinner ready or homeschools Derek's two younger brothers, Justin, eight, and Jared, five.

On one afternoon when I visited just before Christmas 2006, Justin and Jared had just finished their lessons for the day and were sitting on the living room floor playing with Legos. They were both blond and fair like Derek and wore identical striped shirts and jeans. There were no bleeping toys or superheroes or handhelds around. There was no noise, either. The boys played quietly, and when they needed their mother's attention they came and whispered in her ear. Once the boys clowned around by tumbling over the couch—silently—and she put a stop to that with a glance. Donna is exceedingly gentle, even with telemarketers who call in the middle of dinner.

Like their brother, Justin and Jared have a weakness for video games. When they were done with Legos, Justin pulled out an old eighties Atari set and put on a grainy black-and-white Tom and Jerry game. The aim was to get Tom to the top of the maze before some little goblins ate him. Justin almost made it before Tom got wiped out. A little halo appeared over the cat's head, and a Tom-shaped spirit floated up from his body. To me this seemed a nice Christian touch—a soul rising up to Heaven—but Donna found it too wizards and warlocks. 

"Uh-oh, that's not good." She looked at me conspiratorially and turned the game off.

Homeschool culture is awash in nostalgia, but it's sometimes difficult to exactly place the source of the longing. The emphasis on female modesty, parent-sanctioned courtship, strong sibling ties, and the moral value of thrift are all ideas borrowed from the nineteenth century. Homeschool girls idolize Jane Austen and the most romantic of them keeps a stash of hand-sewn "Lizzy gowns" in her closet for upcoming contra dances—old-fashioned line dances involving a caller that are popular among homeschoolers. In pop culture, however, homeschool families tend to romanticize the forties and fifties, a prelapsarian age before the Pill, when the "TV and movie censors were doing their jobs," as the parents will often say. In homeschool households I've seen complete boxed sets of The Andy Griffith Show and Leave It to Beaver; I've met ten-year-olds who know Casablanca by heart and can name every movie in which Fred Astaire didn't dance with Ginger Rogers. If they allow video games, parents permit only the oldest ones they can find, which usually places them somewhere in the early eighties.

Some have suggested that homeschool families, in choosing a radically different lifestyle, share something with the sixties counterculture they are supposedly reacting against. Like some of the Patrick Henry parents I've met, Mark Archer grew up as a hippie. Although he is "born again," some parts of his new self would be recognizable to the old: his aversion to name brands and plastic junk, his missionary hunger for a nomadic existence, his desire to overhaul the settled, decaying culture. When Paul Weyrich, a founder of the Christian right, wrote a famous 1999 letter urging Christians to drop out of the culture, he knew his audience well; in a conscious echo of the famous sixties phrase, he urged them to "turn off, tune out, and drop out." 

Mostly, however, the routines of a homeschool life seem to take place out of time. Ten minutes away, a new bubble tea bar is the buzz of downtown Akron; along with the new martini bar, it's trying to efface this little strip's seedy reputation as the home of Heaven and Hell Tattoos & Body Piercing. But Donna has never been to the strip or to the local mall. She and the boys leave the house only to go to the library or to pick up their sister at school. Justin and Jared's whole world, every day, is this little house, from upstairs in their parent's bedroom where the computer is, to downstairs where the TV and their schoolbooks are. Sometimes they wander out to the patch of grass at the side of the house where they turn sticks into light sabers and pretend-duel. Mostly they stick close to each other and to their mom.

For the Archers, homeschooling was a natural extension of their missionary life in New Guinea, where they had no choice but to teach Derek and his sister Bethany at home. By the time they settled back in the States, in the mid-nineties, the major legal battles giving parents the right to homeschool had been fought and won, mainly by Michael Farris. Now competing companies offer prepackaged curricula, making schooling at home a breeze. "I thank the Lord for Christian Liberty Academy," says Donna, referring to the company that provides most of the textbooks she uses.

In the homeschooling curriculum, theology is not a distinct subject, a little Sunday school thrown in at the end of each day. God and Jesus' life are integrated into every subject—science, history, literature, and math: One Pharisee plus two Pharisees equals how many Pharisees? Jared has just started his first science book,  Exploring God's Creation. One page looks like your average science book—Write the names of the different body parts of an insect. On the next page—Write the day of creation on which God created the following things: the land, the sky, etc. Justin's workbook—History for Little Pilgrims—is a child's-eye version of the American Manifest Destiny that Derek will learn about during his freshman year at Patrick Henry, moving seamlessly from Adam and Eve to the Alamo, and everything in between ("Christ Builds His Church," "America Moves West"). Test questions include God saved Noah and his family from the———and Congress is held in a building called the——————.

By high school, the message gets more explicit. Derek's favorite textbook, God and Government, states, "Those who say religion and politics do not mix fail to realize two essential points," and advises that "Christians should be working to elect distinctively Christian leaders."





Derek dates his conversion to the age of six. The family was living in a timber house they had built in New Britain, an island off the northern coast of Papua, New Guinea. He remembers the experience now with fresh emotion and even a bit of fear; when he told it to me, he created a kind of hush in the noisy Patrick Henry cafeteria. One afternoon at naptime, his dad was reading him and Bethany a story from The Bible in Pictures for Little Eyes. The story was about Absalom, who was stabbed to death by Joab after his long hair got caught in the thick branches of an oak tree. Derek recalled feeling "a great sense of dread."


"Will he go to heaven?" Derek asked. 

"No, I don't think he will."

"Dad, will I go to heaven?"

"Well, no. Not unless you accept Jesus Christ as your messiah."

Derek and his dad knelt and recited together the sinner's prayer: "Heavenly Father, I know that I am a sinner and that I deserve to go to hell..." Afterward Derek felt a "great sense of peace and joy," and then went to tell his mom.





Mark Archer was not raised a Christian, far from it. When he was Derek's age, he was chanting with street-corner Hare Krishnas and worrying about scoring some great Colombian weed. One summer he took a bus from California to the Dayton Art Institute, where he was supposed to take classes. During the trip, he came upon a homeless-looking man haunting a bus terminal. "All you have to do is ask Jesus Christ to come into your heart," the man told him. At the time, Mark thought of the Bible as a "fairy tale," but that man jumpstarted Mark's stoner paranoia. He hid under an overpass in case lightning should strike. Eventually what the man said stuck. Mark told his friends, but they laughed at him, so he gave up sleeping on their mattresses. A few years later, on a mission trip in Brazil, he met Donna, who had grown up in a Christian family in Albany, New York. They were married in 1981 in Cobleskill, New York.

Derek was born in 1986 in New Guinea, where Donna and Mark had moved with the support of New Tribes Mission. The Asengseng tribe on the island of New Britain hadn't interacted with many Westerners outside of "anthropologists with atheistic thinking" who had looked at the tribes and saw, in Mark's view, the ideal life they wished they had found in Haight-Ashbury—free love, no sexual possession or rules. But Mark felt the Margaret Meads of the world had misread them. At heart, he thought, they were a God-fearing culture that understood the concept of sacrifice and just needed to learn about the ultimate one. The Archers spent a couple of years learning the language and then began their real work: telling the tribes the history of the world, from Creation to Resurrection. 

In photos, their life looks like a grand adventure, two blond kids playing with bats, eating cassava root, Mark tan and still sort of hippie-scruffy, but happy. In the village, the retelling of the Bible served as the equivalent of a soap opera involving death, destruction, and plays for power that unfolded in daily episodes under a lean-to. Derek and his sister argued about who would get to play the role of Isaac. After three months they got to the final episode—the crucifixion—and it was like who shot JR. The gathered crowd gasped—"They didn't expect him to die." They were silent for a while. Mark stayed quiet, too, to let it sink in. Then he did the reveal. "He died for our sins," he explained. "He took our place, took our sins away." He waited again. "It was the most cliffhanger moment of our lives," he recalled.

"Then Pete, an older man, stood up, and he said, 'I believe, I believe that Jesus took my place. I can go and be with God when I die because Jesus took my place.' His eyes were just wide open, like two lightbulbs."

Keeunla, a tribal warrior, was next to speak: "I've killed a man. Now I know the blood of Christ will forgive me."

The Archers settled in a few more villages until they needed a change and they came back to the States, to Sacramento, California, and to Bill Clinton's presidency. Now it was Mark's turn to be "Shocked! There was so much sin in society." This wasn't like the sixties for Mark, because this time he was seeing it from a parent's perspective. The president was a degenerate. His semen was discussed on the evening news. Every time they turned on the television they saw a new sitcom with "every off-color joke and sexual innuendo you could imagine. Even on the ones meant for kids!" Derek was interested in superheroes, and that, too, horrified them. "The kids would play with these action figures, these Power Rangers or whatever, who would go up to the top of the mountain and summon lightning. Where did they think these kinds of powers come from?" 

Derek told me a story from that period that shows his enormous superego already at work. It was his twelfth birthday and a few days before Christmas. Derek desperately wanted a video game—the sequel to Age of Empire—and he'd let his dad know more than once. The afternoon of his birthday the presents were piled in the kitchen, and there was one box that looked just the right size. "I was jazzed," he recalled. "I really wanted that game, and I knew Dad was a great gift-giver."

He reached for the package first and opened it. It was ... a Bible, a new leather-bound King James edition. "I was pretty put out, but I tried not to show it." What came into Derek's head was, ironically, something from Scripture: "Hope deferred makes the heart sick." Derek turned it over and over in his head, but he didn't complain. Video games were a "poor use of time," he decided. He turned it over again, and then just accepted it. "That Bible is more precious to me than any video game," he concluded.





Over many years of writing about evangelicals I've heard dozens of testimonials—stories of how people really came to have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. The stories follow the same formula as a VH1 special: false pride, the fall, and blazing recovery. Unless someone was really a drug addict or murderer, the stories always feel a little thin to me, perfectly ordinary vicissitudes shoehorned into a tidy drama. But when Derek told me his, I felt that he really meant it, that he experienced the events as crashingly as if he had been William Burroughs redeemed. 

I asked Derek one day if he'd always been a Christian and he said no, he hadn't, which surprised me. I'd known him for a year and had never seen him do anything remotely sinful, even gossip. "There came a point in my life between the ages of eleven and fourteen. There was an outward Christian walk, but it wasn't inward. I read the Bible and memorized the verses and acted like a good little Christian kid. But there was sin in my life. Issues in my life that led me astray from the Lord."

His family was still in California. Derek had a crush on a girl, or as he puts it, "I was involved in an emotional relationship with a young lady." He didn't really talk to his parents about it or even tell them when he was seeing her. When his parents teased him about the girl—"Oh, is she your girlfriend?"—he shut down the conversation. He was never outwardly rude to them, not once, but in his head "things were going on secretly without their knowledge."

"My thought life," as he puts it, "definitely was not very pure."

Evangelicals do not really believe in adolescence. They believe that teenage angst is an invention of some liberal educational philosopher or maybe James Dean. When their teenagers act up the parents will call them "grumpy" or "testy," but refuse to acknowledge it as time-honored rebellion. If a crush is the roughest problem I have with my kids during their teenage years, I will be thrilled, but to Derek it was monumental, the pivotal moment of his life. You can think of it like one of those child loves that chill you forever—Annabel Lee, only in reverse, remembered not in longing but in revulsion. 

Derek was miserable, and couldn't find a way out. His family had moved to North Carolina so his dad could pastor a church there, but he still couldn't get the girl, or the rebellious thoughts, out of his head. Homechoolers don't have teachers, coaches, or peers to give them guidance when they feel out of sync with their parents. What they have is "sound teaching." Derek's dad had dozens of Christian books lying around the house, and in one slim paperback Derek found his salvation: a reprint of the The Mortification of Sin by John Owen, originally published in 1656.

The text is arcane, full of heavy aphorisms:


It is a sad thing for man to deceive his own soul herein.

When God comes home to speak peace in a sure covenant of it, it fills the soul with shame for all the ways whereby it hath been alienated from him.



These quotes are both from the last chapters. When Derek talks about the night he read it, he comes closest to sounding like a regular teenager. "It was, like, wow. I don't even have to try. It's just a matter of trusting God. I was, like, wow, walking on clouds. It was the Christmas service that night, and this just added that little bit of ecstasy."

With his "days of mediocrity, of spiritual darkness, of apathetic lethargy" gone forever, Derek developed the sense of mission that defines him today. His mother read about something called a "constitutional law" camp in Virginia. It didn't sound all that exciting to Derek, but he loved his God and Government textbook, so he decided to try it. He went, heard Farris speak during that week, and discovered his calling: the "ministry of political activism." He followed up with a weeklong "political activism camp." The counselors, who were Patrick Henry students, took the kids on field trips to Monticello and Mount Vernon, and to Congress to learn how to lobby. "They took a bunch of students who knew nothing about campaigning or activism and showed us everything we needed to know," recalled Derek. 

His parents were somewhat surprised. "I would have thought he'd do ministry directly, or missionary work, but he just started heading this way," said his dad. "I guess it became Derek's desire to impact the culture for Christ through political means."

"When he got interested in politics I just started grasping at what the Lord has in that for him," his mom remembered thinking at the time.

The truth is, in any other generation, Derek probably would have been a missionary or a pastor. But in this generation, he found a place to easily plug that evangelizing instinct into politics. The older people in his dad's church still warned the family that this was a wicked endeavor. But the older people are pushing against a tidal wave. The days when politics was a dirty business for evangelicals are long gone. Derek's family was in New Guinea during the rise of the Christian Coalition, so he missed the whole period when Christians broke through to the mainstream. His parents may tell him Christians are discriminated against, kept out of the public sphere, but his experience tells him otherwise. According to what he learned at political activism camp, Christians are crucial players on the political scene. They are the base, the army on the ground, and if Derek wants to work on a campaign or intern with a congressman, someone at camp just has to make a phone call and poof, when can you start?


Derek helped run a voter-registration drive at the Alive Festival—the "Christian equivalent of Woodstock," his mother called it. He met a fellow homeschooler whose dad worked with the Christian Coalition. "Then door after door after door opened up," his mother recalled. There were Republican dinners and voter-registration drives and lobby days at the statehouse. His sister, who still thought of him as her best friend, had to get used to his being away all the time, campaigning. His mother had to get used to the backseat of her minivan piled with voter guides and lawn signs. 

During the height of campaign season, Derek's alter ego, Franz Holbein, was born. The mysterious Holbein wrote about the "disgraceful" performance of Whoopi Goldberg at the Kerry fund-raiser, "when we, as decent American citizens, [watched them] speak of our elected officials as the scum of the earth." He wrote about Kerry voting "time and time again in favor of abortion laws," about "the fictitious separation of church and state," about the "appalling lack of patriotism in the 'peace' riots." He wrote a screed against marijuana: "Will our mothers and fathers become addicts to an otherwise destructive drug just because they've been diagnosed with cancer? Shall our hospices become places where insane laughter echoes through the halls?"

He wrote urging Christians to help elect godly men to government. "Patrick Henry's words ring true. The war is actually begun ... Why do we stand here idle?...I implore you, my fellow Christians. Do not stand here idle."

Derek began to seem older, far away, and more Holbeinish by the day. He asked if he could drive the car on the highway, instead of just on back streets. His mom became self-conscious if she nagged him. "You know, Derek, I'd do that even if you were president. I'd call and ask 'Did you brush your teeth?'"


Mark, too, marveled at his son's burning ambition. By Derek's age, the only "job" he'd ever had was hanging around the head shop where his friends worked. His son has already shaken hands with two senators. "He's had a lot of experiences we'll never have, working on campaigns and meeting people. I don't want to say he's worldly-wise, but he's broadened." The Archers found themselves in a position like that of many immigrants: They prepare their children for great things and then have to adjust when one day the children float away to a higher plane. 

The brochure for Patrick Henry promised the school would prepare the students for "careers of influence." It boasted of graduates working on Capitol Hill, in the White House, at Republican think tanks. It featured an endorsement from President Bush: "The College holds a vision for the future of America, a vision which, when fully realized, will have a profound impact upon the course of our nation."

"It's like they take the best and the brightest, the cream of the cream, and they plug them in," said his dad.

"And, it's just an extension of Mom and Dad!" added his mom, hopeful that she could still hang on to some part of him.

They prayed on it, but they didn't much need to. They knew it was right for Derek. With the $ 18,000 he had earned over the years at Leach's, scholarship money ("Missionaries! Very poor!" his mother wrote on the financial-aid application), and a campus job, they could just make it work.





THIS WAS A DRY RUN at taking back the culture, and so far it wasn't going too well. The Patrick Henry boys were standing on a Washington Metro platform they would later remember as "church something" (it was West Falls Church), and looking slightly confused. They were ten freshmen in suits carrying red folders, and a leader, a burly sophomore named Josh Dispenza with a barking coach personality. They got lost maybe ten times driving over here, and they'd already missed their 8:30 briefing. On the Metro platform, they looked like interns who had misplaced something—their badge, their wallet? Still, they exuded the unmistakable eagerness of the typical PHC freshman. 

The boys had been dispatched as lobbyists by Freedom Works, one of several conservative groups that teach young people to push their pet issues on the Hill. Derek had lobbied before in the Ohio statehouse for the Christian Coalition, but this was different. Back then he had lobbied for issues he could easily get his head around: banning abortion and supporting traditional marriage. This time he'd be pushing the agenda of the Republican establishment: Social Security reform (privatization, personal investment accounts), telecom laws (deregulation), and the asbestos bill (tighter regulation on lawsuits). To do that, he had to turn himself into a young Ralph Reed, using Scripture to justify the standard Republican platform, sounding certain but making little sense. "Of course we have to repeal the estate tax," he said. "The Earth is the Lord's, not the government's."

The boys took the exotically long escalator out of the Capitol South station. Derek, with his excess kid energy, ran up the stairs. As soon as they got outside, the boys took pictures of everything: strolling senators, plaques on doors, the Capitol elevators, the Capitol mail trucks, the ornate winding staircases. They behaved like tourists with an acquisitive mind-set who know they will one day be back.

"We got game! We got game! Let's go," shouted Josh when he spotted the Capitol, and he divided the boys into teams. The men at PHC take the concepts of leadership and authority deeply seriously, and they all wanted to prove themselves worthy. Josh talked importantly on his cell phone the whole time ("Yeah, I'm in D.C. I'm in D.C. right now."). He referred frequently to "my boys." The boys meanwhile elbowed each other to become one of Josh's "point guys." 

Derek was paired with Jacob Holt, a Texan who'd scored 1600 on his SATs, and one of the guys who used to cut out pictures of senators from the newspaper. When it came to Texas politics, Jacob knew enough facts to challenge Karl Rove to a trivia game. But he had yet to put his head knowledge to any good, practical use.

"Look him in the eye," Josh explained. "Don't read from the script, but don't go off on tangents." He doesn't for a moment let them believe their mission isn't real. "Cosponsor is a big word," he explained. "If you can't get them to cosponsor one of our bills, then get them on record saying they'd be willing to debate it. That will work for us in the election."

"Okay, Derek, Jacob, I need you to plot, then execute."

At the first couple of stops, the boys got a lot of rejections. Most senators had left for the swearing-in ceremony for John Roberts, who had just been confirmed as chief justice of the Supreme Court.

"Do you have an appointment?"

"No, but I think my associates sent out a fax," said Josh.

By the fourth stop, however, things warmed up for them. They got to the office of the late Representative Charlie Norwood, a conservative from Georgia—the first office with a Patrick Henry graduate on staff. "Leanne, these are my boys," said Josh, introducing them to a young woman who had graduated the previous year. "She's a cool person. A lot cooler than any of you will ever be." Josh followed her into her office while the boys sat outside and munched on free peanuts. Lesson 1: Networking is key.


Now everywhere they went they had an in. Senator George Allen's office had just hired another PHC graduate. "How's Dr. Farris doing?" asked the chief of staff. "Oh, Patrick Henry, I love that college," said Senator Lindsey Graham, and invited them into his office for a chat. "But aren't you guys a little young for politics?" After some chitchat, Graham grabbed some popcorn, dropped some, and stepped on it. Lesson 2: Senators eat popcorn, and they step on it. They are just people, no more, no less. 

Walking between buildings, they passed the steps of the Supreme Court, where some students their age were protesting against abortion rights by taping their mouths shut with red tape—the "silent scream" was intended to represents the pain of an aborted fetus. It was a scruffy crew—a girl wearing headphones and ripped jeans, swaying to some tune only she could hear, boys with unruly near-Afros. The Patrick Henry boys walked on by, barely looking; their future was inside that building sitting next to Roberts, not protesting on the front steps. Lesson 3: Always wear a suit.

In the next building, they stopped by Hillary Clinton's office, conjuring in their minds the next episode in the culture war. "Let's see the lions eat the Christians. That'll be fun," said Josh. They convinced themselves they were being watched by her Secret Service and stayed for a bit, for the thrill of it. She never materialized, so they moved on. Next stop was Senator John Thune, a Republican from South Dakota. Thune was the epitome of what they wanted to be, a conservative evangelical who is a successful member of leadership, a handsome young ex-basketball player with a beauty-queen wife and two Bush twin—like girls, and the JFK for this young generation of Christian conservatives. They rested there for a while, until Josh spotted something outside.

"Charley, go see who that is. He's kind of weird-looking."


Charles was jumpy when he came back. "Whoa, it's Ted Kennedy." 

The boys sat up, alert. The enemy was in their sights. Young Luke and Darth Vader were about to face off, and not for the last time.

"Storm, what are you doing? Nothing? Good. Go, boy. This is yours."

Kennedy was walking with his arm around the shoulder of Senator Dodd.

"Excuse me, Senator Kennedy?"

"Yes, son. I'm talking to this other senator right now. Come along with me," Kennedy said, and pulled Storm along.

"Would you support Social Security reform?"

"You mean Bush's bill? No, I don't think I'm for that."

"Well, would you be interested in a debate about it?"

"Sure, sure."

The Patrick Henry kids almost never speak disrespectfully about adults. But later, when they told this story (over and over) in the cafeteria, they would describe Kennedy as "gravelly," "fat," "sweaty." "He looked like he was about to keel over." "He looked like there was nothing holding that guy together."

At the time, Storm came back with a big grin on his face: "Hey, guys, guess what I just did!"

At the end of the long day, Josh asked Jacob and Derek if they could see themselves walking the halls as a senator one day.

"Perhaps I'd like to think so," said Jacob, and he broke into a huge smile. "I'm sure I'll be back here in some capacity, someday."

Derek, however, was feeling shaky, disoriented. "Despite all the glamour that surrounds Washington, D.C., and all the important decisions taking place here, I was just kinda really struck with the fact that I don't know if I want to work in the Capitol Building or in D.C. itself," he said. "I think I'd enjoy something maybe a little bit more laid back. It's so uptight and so professional. There seems to be sort of a, a, gloomy air about the Capitol." On the ride back, he fell asleep, temporarily drained of his usual energy and certainty. 





A week later, I caught up with Derek at an evening "town hall" meeting on campus. That day the speaker was David Kupelian, author of The Marketing of Evil and editor of WorldNetDaily.com. I knew Kupelian only from the WorldNetDaily e-mails he sends out. If there is a Larry Flynt of the Christian world, Kupelian is it. WorldNetDaily is like a gruesome tabloid in reverse. Typical headlines include QUEERLY BELOVED and THE BLOODY LIFE AND VICIOUS TEACHINGS OF MUHAMMAD.

Kupelian was talking about some of his favorite subjects: homosexuality, Alfred Kinsey, and homosexuality. "Homosexual men are regarded today as the equivalent of modern-day lepers. They've turned that into a positive play for victim status. I'm not making this stuff up. I call it desensitization. You say something over and over again and eventually people start to believe it. You get straight people to believe that homosexuality is just another thing. I like vanilla, they like chocolate. If everyone around you is behaving this way, it must be the right thing."

Derek was nodding, taking notes.

"I'm betting the next movement coming down the pike: normalization of adult-child sex."

One of the kids in the audience stopped him to ask a question: "So you're saying not to compromise your principles?"

"Oh, absolutely. They say politics is the art of compromise, but you have to be careful. Pretty soon you're working against the very thing you believe in most. This is typically what happens in politics in Washington. Now, I hear some of you want to join those ranks and breathe some fresh air in there. Well, Godspeed." 

Derek was sobered by the talk. He thought of Kupelian as someone who had been to the heart of darkness and come back alive, a prophet calling him and his fellow Christians back to their urgent duty. Like a soldier heading into Fallujah, Derek knew what he must do. Now he saw the trip to the Capitol in a whole new light.

"I realize Washington, D.C., isn't a place of virtue and moral character. Storm was shaking Kennedy's hand, and maybe that was a thrill. Yet Ted Kennedy is one of the most immoral men in a political position. You are shaking hands with an evil man, and he is maybe symbolic of maybe where we are as a nation. To see such an ungodly man in such a high position, it's grievous."

"But it's not beyond the Lord to turn that around. If that's where the Lord wants me to be a light, that's where I want to be. It's in gloomy places where light is needed the most."
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